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altcedar (Tamarix spp.) or Tamarisk is an invasive deciduous shrub
or small tree. Several species were introduced in the U.S. from
Eurasia as nursery stock during the early 1800s. The plant has
been utilized for stream bank stabilization, windbreaks, and ornamental
plantings. As early as 1850, escaped saltcedar invaded riparian habitat in
the Southwest, replacing native vegetation. Saltcedar spread rapidly and
can currently be found throughout the U.S.,including South Dakota. The
2003 South Dakota Weed and Pest Control Annual Report lists 1,381
acres of saltcedar, most of which is located in western counties along
streams or other riparian areas.

Worldwide there are 54 Tamarix species, with eight established in the
U.S. With the exception of T. aphylla (athel), an evergreen, all U.S.
species are generally referred to collectively as saltcedar. The name
refers to the salty extract that builds up on the plant’s small, scaly (cedarlike) leaves. Two species, T. ramosissma and T. chinensis, exhibit the
greatest degree of invasiveness in the northern U.S., with T. parviflora
occurring only rarely as a weed. Tests have also recently confirmed that
many invasive saltcedar populations actually are hybrids of T. ramosissma and T. chinensis.

Identification

Saltcedar can range in size from 2 to 25 feet. Generally, areas of shallow
groundwater produce a large number of dwarfed colonies with numerous
shoots, while a greater depth to groundwater will produce scattered,
large trees.
Saltcedar has an extensive root system. The woody taproot of a mature
saltcedar tree can descend as much as 50 feet into the soil profile.
Small, flat leaves of
saltcedar appear scaly
or cedar-like.
Saltcedar on the banks of a
western U.S. reservoir
Photo by: John M. Randall, The
Nature Conservancy.
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The bark of saltcedar is reddish-brown and furrows with age. Trees
will develop numerous slender branches as they mature. The leaves
of saltcedar are alternate, occurring on long, narrow branchlets.
Leaves are small, flat, appear scaly, and are tapered to the tip with
thin, dry margins.

Five white to pink
petals make up
saltcedar’s finger-like
flower clusters.

Saltcedar has been confused with Juniperus spp. (juniper and
cedar), but leaves of these plants occur in opposite or whorls of
three.
Flower parts of the invasive saltcedar species occur in fives, with
five green sepals and five white to pink petals borne in finger-like
clusters on the terminal and lateral branches. Plants will bloom from
mid to late summer.
Saltcedar’s very small seed contains no endosperm (stored food)
and has a tuft of fine hair that aids in dispersal by wind and water.
The color and size of the seed is similar to pepper. Seed is produced
in a 3- to 5-valve capsule that is narrowed to a beak and extends
beyond the length of the petals. A mature tree will produce seed
throughout the growing season and can produce 500,000 seeds per
year. The seeds have very high initial viability and can germinate as soon as 24 hours after dispersal. Seed is shortlived, however, usually remaining viable for less than a few months.

The bark of saltcedar
is reddish-brown with
furrow markings.

Saltcedar is invasive!
Saltcedar is a long-lived (50 to 100 years) plant that will invade
bare, exposed, or overgrazed land. It is able to survive in a wide
variety of habitats. Saltcedar is especially aggressive in riparian
areas.
Once mature, saltcedar can withstand cutting, grazing, burning,
cold, drought, and flooding. The plant is capable of producing
many new shoots if the topgrowth of the tree has been removed.
A cutting from saltcedar that has contact with moist soil can
quickly establish a new plant.
A large saltcedar tree can absorb 200 gallons of water per day,
giving heavy infestations the ability to dry up creeks and small
lakes.
Saltcedar creates its own salty, micro environment. The plant is
salt-loving and will grow in high salinity soil. It also moves various
forms of salt from the soil to leaf glands. Salt is then excreted from
leaves and deposited on the soil surface with leaf litter, inhibiting
the growth of other plant species.
Heavy accumulation of leaf litter also creates a serious fire danger. Both burning and cutting have been shown to actually stimulate saltcedar growth.
Saltcedar narrows water channels, increasing flooding potential. It
replaces native cottonwood and willow populations. Saltcedar infestations provide little habitat for wildlife and reduce both plant and
insect diversity.

A flowering stand
of saltcedar.

Control
Saltcedar control can be difficult, especially in heavily infested areas.
Prevention is the best way to avoid a saltcedar problem.
Deep taproot
of a mature
saltcedar tree.

An ornamental
saltcedar tree.

Cultural control practices include mowing, chopping, disking, root
plowing, chaining or ripping, and bulldozing. These methods can be
used to manage saltcedar stands, but they seldom eradicate the problem. There is not enough destruction of subsurface root crowns to
prevent regrowth. Rapid regrowth of the plant after cutting and the
buildup of salt in the soil under heavy saltcedar infestations make it
difficult for competing vegetation to reestablish.
The use of herbicides provides the most effective control measure,
especially when applied to young or new, tender growth. Several herbicides are registered for saltcedar control in South Dakota. Refer to
South Dakota State University Extension Fact Sheet, FS 525N, for an
updated list of herbicides recommended to control saltcedar.
Application methods for herbicide treatments on saltcedar vary
according to the product selected. Always read and follow label
instructions and precautions. Foliar, basal bark, cut stump or cut stubble, and cut surface are some of the application methods used for herbicide control of saltcedar.
For cut-surface treatments, apply herbicide immediately after cutting.

New shoot growth
of saltcedar.

When applying herbicides as a foliar or basal bark or soak treatment,
do not remove topgrowth for three years to avoid resprouting.
Removal of ornamental types of saltcedar from yards or lawns may
require cutting and stump removal as the more practical means of
control. Monitor the area for one to two years for possible regrowth
from remaining root parts.
Several insects currently are being studied for use as biological control agents. A defoliating beetle shows promise and is being studied in
several areas of the U.S.
Mature stand of saltcedar
in a riparian area.

What can you do?
Prevention is the best way to avoid a saltcedar problem.
• Learn to identify saltcedar.
• Remove individual plants from the landscape.
• Control new, small infestations before they can spread.
If you discover saltcedar or a plant that you think might be
saltcedar, report the location to:
South Dakota Department of Agriculture
Plant Protection Program
(605) 773-3796 or 1-800-228-5254
or
Your local county weed and pest board
or
Your local county Extension office
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